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Tony Harrison in Nigeria: Teacher, Translator and Dramatist1 
 
Rachel Bower 
 
Tony Harrison, famously born and bred in Leeds, began a position as a young Lecturer at 
Ahmadu Bello University in Zaria, Northern Nigeria in 1962. Harrison worked at Ahmadu 
Bello for four years, during which time he was deeply involved with questions of writing, 
teaching and examining English literature and language in the newly Independent Nigeria. 
During these years, Harrison acted as Head of English, created and examined courses on 
English and African Literature and influenced West African policies on the teaching of 
English and African literature and language, partly through attending conferences organised 
by the West African Languages Congress and the Association for African Literature in 
English.2 Harrison also produced his first play in this period: the adaptation, with his friend 
WKH,ULVKSRHW-DPHV6LPPRQVRI$ULVWRSKDQHV¶*UHHN&RPHG\WKHLysistrata (Aikin Mata, 
dedicated to Wole Soyinka), performed for two nights at Ahmadu Bello in March 1965 to 
capacity audiences.3 The play was published the following year by Oxford University Press, 
Ibadan Branch, although it was never published outside Nigeria, and is now out of print. The 
sales of Aikin Mata were always modest and it has received little critical attention.4  
 
                                         
1
 This work was supported by a Leverhulme Trust Early Career Fellowship. I am grateful to 
Jacob Blakesley and John Whale for their advice with this essay. 
2
 Papers from these 1963 Conferences in Freetown, for instance, are held in the extensive 
Tony Harrison Archive in Special Collections at the Brotherton Library, University of Leeds 
(MS 20c HARRISON). I am grateful to Tony Harrison for generously allowing me to cite 
archival materials and to Sarah Prescott for patiently helping me to find my way in the 
archive. Much of the material relating to Nigeria in the Harrison Archive was uncatalogued at 
the time of my research. Where an item is uncatalogued I provide the name and date of the 
file where possible. All catalogued references are provided in full. 
3
 Harrison, Tony and James Simmons. Aikin Mata. Ibadan: Oxford University Press, 1966. 
All further references are to this edition and will be cited parenthetically in the text. The 
publiVKHG³)RUHZRUG´ to the play suggests that it was performed in 1964, but archival 
materials, including the rehearsal schedule in the Archive, suggest that the two performances 
took place on Wednesday 24 March 1965 and Thursday 25 March 1965 (MS20c HARRISON 
Aikin Mata). 
4
 There are several royalty statements in the Harrison Archive which list sales, all of which 
are under 200 copies per annum (see letters from Oxford University Press on 21 April 1969 
DQG0D\8QFDWDORJXHG)LOH$LNLQ0DWD7KH³)RUHZRUG´WRAikin Mata is the only 
readily available piece from the original publication, re-SULQWHGLQ1HLO$VWOH\¶VHGLWHG
collection on Tony Harrison (Bloodaxe, 1991) DQGPRUHUHFHQWO\LQ+DUULVRQ¶VThe Inky Digit 
of Defiance (2017).  
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The thick files of letters, cuttings and notebooks from these years, now held in Special 
Collections at the University of Leeds, reflect HarrLVRQ¶VNHHQLQWHUHVWLQWKHODQJXDJHVDQG
traditions of Northern Nigeria, which included Hausa, Yorùbá, Igbo, Nigerian Pidgin, Igala 
and Igbirra, mask traditions, Yorùbá talking drums, bow songs and European sermons, 
among others. Harrison was fascinated with questions of spoken language and collected 
widely to prepare for his teaching, including lists of onomatopoeic words in West African 
languages and piles of English-language cuttings from newspapers and magazines, 
particularly from advertisements.5 The QRWHERRNVDOVRVKRZWKDWVRPHRI+DUULVRQ¶VHDUOLHVW
H[SHULPHQWVZLWK1RUWKHUQ(QJOLVKHVDQG/HHGV¶GLDOHFWVDQGZLWKWKHVWUHVVSDWWHUQVRI
swearing and slang, were also carried out at Ahmadu Bello during these years.6 
 
7KLVDUWLFOHH[DPLQHV+DUULVRQ¶VHarly work in Nigeria, focusing on the performance and 
publication of Aikin Mata. I argue that the play is crucial for our understanding of the poetic 
DQGGUDPDWLFWHFKQLTXHVRI+DUULVRQ¶VODWHUZRUN7KUHHVWUDQGVHPHUJHLQ+DUULVRQ¶VHDUO\
work which, I hope to suggest, become cornerstones in his wider oeuvre: the celebration of 
idiom, non-standard, local and spoken forms of language; the commitment to inter-linguistic 
and cross-cultural translation and collaboration; and the developing of theatrical works for a 
specific time and place, for once-only performances. These strands are intricately linked, and 
remain connected to issues more familiar to scholars of +DUULVRQ¶VZRUNLQFOXGLQJKLV
preoccupation with the politics of language and class. HaUULVRQ¶VZRUNLQ1LJHULD, however, 
shifts our focus away from the WHQVLRQEHWZHHQ+DUULVRQ¶VZRUNLQJ-class background and 
Grammar School education, and towards the importance of the rich multilingual setting of 
newly independent Nigeria for HarriVRQ¶VSUDFWLFHDVDSRHWSDUWLFXODUO\LQWKHWKHDWUH. This 
not only requires us to UHSRVLWLRQ+DUULVRQ¶VZRUNLQan international context, but also gives 
                                         
5
 8QFDWDORJXHG)LOH7KLVILOHFRQWDLQVLQYDOXDEOHLQIRUPDWLRQDERXW+DUULVRQ¶VWLPH
in Nigeria, including: A.H.M. Kirk-*UHHQH¶VSDSHUIURPWKH)LIWK:HVWAfrican Languages 
&RQJUHVV³7KH9RFDEXODU\DQG'HWHUPLQDQWVRI6FKRROER\6ODQJLQ1RUWKHUQ1LJHULD´D
copy of Zazzau (A Literary Magazine of the Students of Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria); 
copies of The Phelps-Stokes Reports and the Teaching of English by Frank Cawson, 10 
March 1966; a collection of advertisements, cuttings, flyers and posters for local events and 
EXVLQHVVHVLQ=DULDLQFOXGLQJµ0DJLF¶µ&DGEXU\V¶DQGµWKH6WHHO0DQ¶DFROOHFWLRQRI
newspaper cuttings and photographs for demonstrating English syntax and vocabulary (1962-
1966); the Resolutions and Recommendations of the Conference on the English Language 
Literature of Africa and the University Curriculum, Freetown, 1963.  
6
 MS 20c HARRISON/01: Nigerian Materials  
 3 
 
us an insight into the complex multilingual and cross-cultural complexities of Northern 
Nigeria in the early 1960s.  
 
Hausa   
One of most striking things about Aikin Mata is its use of West African languages, including 
Hausa and what initially appears to be a form of Nigerian Pidgin. We shall look closer at this 
language shortly. In the play, Magajiya (Lysistrata) assembles women from all over Nigeria 
and convinces them to swear that they will withhold sex from their husbands until the men 
agree to a treaty of peace. Magajiya declares that: 
 
  Yes, everything depends on us. 
And if the girls of every tribe will do the same ±  
Yoruba girls and Ibo girls, Fulani girls 
And Hausa girls, sabon-gari, Calabari, 
Bini girls, Tiv, Idoma, Nupe girls, 
Ijaw and Igala girls, Igbirra girls 
Angas girls and Gwarri girls ± Together  
We can give disturbed Nigeria peace.7 
 
This speech, with its insistent rhythm, not only highlights the plurality of the society in which 
thHSOD\ZDVWUDQVODWHGEXWDOVRUHIOHFWV+DUULVRQDQG6LPPRQV¶GHVLUHWRFDSWXUHWKLVLQtheir 
adaptation. Aikin Mata is highly satirical, and in the foreword to the published book Harrison 
and Simmons describe how they GUHZRQWKHµSDUWLFXODUEUDQGRIVDWLUHRIGLIIHUHQWHWKQLF
groups in the Oshogbo Agbegijo with its Gambari (Hausa man), Tapa (Nupe man), and 
Oimbo (Europeans), and in the popular Yoruba travelling theatres like the Afolayan Ogunsola 
7KHDWUH¶ZKLFKWKH\VXJJHVWµVHHPHGSDUWLFXODUO\VXLWHGWRWKHLysistrata¶.8  This is not to 
suggest that the play was not serious in its intentions: on the contrary, tKHXVHRIµLQWHU-tribal 
SDURG\¶DQGµWULEDOULYDOULHV¶for comedic effect all contribute towards what Harrison and 
Simmons described as µDSOHDIRUPXWXDOJRRGZLOO¶.9 Harrison was to write another version 
of the Lysistrata twenty years later: The Common Chorus (1988), set in Greenham at the 
                                         
7
 Aikin Mata, 16-17. 
8
 +DUULVRQ7RQ\DQG-DPHV6LPPRQV³)RUHZRUG´Aikin Mata. Ibadan: Oxford University 
Press, 1966: 10. 
9
 Ibid, 10. 
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:RPHQ¶V3HDFH&DPS,QWKHLQWURGXFWLRQWRWKLVODWHUSOD\+DUULVRQGHVFULEHGKRZAikin 
Mata µZDVUHVSRQVLYHWRWKHWHQVLRQVWKDWODWHUHUXSWHGLQWRDGHYDVWDWLQJFLYLOZDU¶LQ
Nigeria.10 The importance of using everyday language to satirise division in such a context 
should not be underestimated.   
 
Hausa is not only used for satirical effect in Aikin Mata, but also appears to be linked to 
+DUULVRQ¶VLQWHUHVWLQHYHU\GD\VSRNHQDQGORFDOforms of language. The play opens with 
0DJDML\D¶V+DXVDH[FODPDWLRQµ.DL¶ IROORZHGE\D+DXVDJUHHWLQJWR+DOLPDWXµIna 
kwanaIULHQG¶DQG+DOLPDWX¶VUHVSRQVHµLafiya lau, 0DJDML\D¶³$LNLQ´ The title 
LWVHOILV+DXVDIRU³:RPHQ¶V:RUN´and Hausa words are scattered throughout the play. The 
two pages of notes at the back of the published book function as a glossary, translating the 
greetings and other Hausa lexicon in the script (79-+DUULVRQ¶VUHFODPDWLRQRIeveryday 
language and spoken dialects has, today, become one of the most celebrated characteristics of 
his poetry. This early experiment with using West African words and phrases in the 
translation of the ancient Greek shows that it was not solely the Northern English dialect that 
fuelled his enthusiasm for language. The setting into which Harrison and Simmons adapted 
the Lysistrata was an extraordinary one. For Harrison, this turned out to be an experience in 
ZKLFKKHIRXQGLQKLVRZQZRUGVµWKHGUDPDRIP\RZQHGXFDWLRQGUDPatically posed in 
EODFNDQGZKLWH¶.11 In the early 1960s, African opposition to European occupation was 
widespread, and there was fierce debate about how to decolonise the writing and teaching of 
English. In such a context, the question of language became particularly fraught, particularly 
in thinking about how Nigerian writers might craft a properly decolonized English in which 
experiences of ordinary people might be adequately expressed.  
 
Ahmadu Bello was set up after independence, partly as a result of the Ashby Commission 
Report (1959) which recommended the establishment of a University at Zaria, rather than 
Kano.12 7KHHDUO\VVDZVLJQLILFDQWFKDQJHVLQ1LJHULD¶s systems of education: before 
1960, Nigeria had only one university, University College Ibadan, administered by the 
University of London. Although universities across Nigeria saw a rapid expansion in student 
                                         
10
 +DUULVRQ7RQ\³,QWURGXFWLRQ+HFXEDWR8V´The Common Chorus. London: Faber and 
Faber, 1992: xii.  
11
 +DIIHQGHQ-RKQ³,QWHUYLHZZLWK7RQ\+DUULVRQ´LQ1HLO$VWOH\HGTony Harrison: 
Bloodaxe Critical Anthologies 1. Newcastle upon Tyne: Bloodaxe, 1991: 236. 
12
 $KPDGX%HOOR8QLYHUVLW\³$ERXW$%8´KWWSVDEXHGXQJDERXWKWPO!2FWREHU
2016. 
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numbers, buildings, libraries and capacity after Independence, this was still dominated, in 
many respects, by the former colonial power. Not only were teachers formally (and 
informally) recruited from Britain, but the examinations, teaching methods and curricula 
often continued to be VHWE\%ULWLVKLQVWLWXWLRQV+DUULVRQ¶VGHWDLOHGFRUUHVSRQGHQFHZLWK
James Beale from this time reflects some of the bizarre consequences of this situation. Beale 
attended the Third West African Languages Congress in March 1963 with Harrison in 
Freetown.13 Formerly in the Department of English at Ahmadu Bello and newly based at the 
Punjab Institute of English, Beale exchanged long letters with Harrison about the parallels he 
saw in India where even students of Medicine and Engineering had to take compulsory 
English classes which were mostly about the history of English Literature, largely dominated 
by authors like Browning and Milton.14  
 
The examination papers which Harrison kept from his time at Ahmadu Bello reflect a similar 
situation to that described by Beale, with syllabi dominated by the canonical texts of English 
and European Literature and the Classics.15 One of the Poetry and Prose exams at Ahmadu 
Bello, for instance, asked students to respond to a poem by D.H. Lawrence and to compare 
GHVFULSWLRQVRI/HRQDUGRGD9LQFL¶VMona Lisa (May 1965). In the same year, the Drama 
7UDJHG\SDSHULQFOXGHGTXHVWLRQVRQ6KDNHVSHDUHDQGUDPD$HVFK\OXV¶VWUDJHG\The 
Oresteian Trilogy, 6RSKRFOHV¶ Antigone and (XULSLGHV¶VHippolytus (June 1965), and the 
following year, the English Poetry paper included questions on Homer, Dante, Milton, 
Goethe, Yeats and Eliot (May 1966). Harrison has also since described, with characteristic 
IUDQNQHVVWKHµDOPRVWVXUUHDOLVWLFSHUYHUVLW\DERXW2¶/HYHOTXHVWLRQVZKLFKZHUHVHWE\D
ERDUGLQ(QJODQGIRU$IULFDQVWXGHQWV¶DQGUHVXOWHGLQµSHRSOHFRPLng from illiterate 
EDFNJURXQGVDQGUHDGLQJDERXW:RUGVZRUWK¶VGDIIRGLOVEHFDXVHLWZDVVHWLQWKHLUH[DP
SDSHUVZKHQWKH\GLGQ¶WNQRZZKDWDIXFNLQJGDIIRGLOZDV¶.16 This comment provides the 
broader context in which we should read Aikin Mata, and which should surely also influence 
RXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI+DUULVRQ¶VODWHUZRUNLQFOXGLQJKLVILUVWFROOHFWLRQThe Loiners, which 
FRQWDLQV³7KH:KLWH4XHHQ´WKH³+HDUWRI'DUNQHVV´DQG³7KH6RQJVRIWKH3:'0DQ´17, 
                                         
13
 See list of international participants, Third West African Languages Congress, Freetown 
1963 (Uncatalogued, 1963). 
14
 James Beale to Tony Harrison, 6/11/1963, Uncatalogued. 
15
 Uncatalogued Examination Papers, 1963-1966. (Green Foolscap File: Teaching materials 
in Nigeria 1963- 1966). 
16
  Haffenden with Harrison, 236 
17
 Harrison, Tony. The Loiners, London: London Magazine, 1970. 
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and his most famous collection, The School of Eloquence, which beginsLQ+DUULVRQ¶VZRUGV
µZLWKDSRHPWR$IULFDQV¶.18  
 
+DUULVRQ¶VVFDWKLQJFRPPHQWDERXWWKHGDIIRGLOVSURPSWVEURDGHUTXHVWLRQVDERXWZKDWLW
means to teach, examine and write everyday and local forms of language in a postcolonial 
context dominated by canonical British literature and colonial institutions. More specifically, 
for Harrison and Simmons, the question becomes that of how two young poets from the 
British Isles can adapt an ancient Greek play for the specific audience at a new university in 
Zaria at this time. This question LVRQO\FRPSOLFDWHGIXUWKHUE\+DUULVRQ¶VZHOO-documented 
experiences as a scholarship boy in the late 1940s and early fifties, where he experienced, 
first hand, the way in which prejudice is intimately bound up with the policing of language.  
 
As critics have often noted, working-FODVVFKLOGUHQZHUHµIRXQGEDGO\ZDQWLQJ¶ZKHQMXGJHG
RQWKHLUSURQXQFLDWLRQDQGJUDPPDURIµ6WDQGDUG(QJOLVK¶DQGµ5HFHLYHG3URQXQFLDWLRQ¶)RU
Harrison, the prejudice against non-standard forms of English was structured by class, but in 
Nigeria he began to see similarities with the colonial and racial prejudice he saw before him. 
There was something, then, in the experience of moving to Nigeria that was, for Harrison, a 
process of identifying equivalences between different forms of oppression. Colin Nicholson 
HORTXHQWO\GHVFULEHVKRZWKH\RXQJµ+DUULVRQWRRNZLWKKLPWR1LJHULDDGLSORPDLQ
linguistics and particular senses of how canonical texts and their associated pedagogies 
mediate ideological supremacy by promoting preferred perceptions of VRFLDOSODFH¶.19  At the 
same time, for Harrison, the very act of translating an ancient play for the modern setting was 
itself bound up with the search for equivalences, in order to make a work true to the original 
as well as the modern setting. In 2007, Harrison explained this process of translation as 
SUHFLVHO\RQHWKDWµWUDLQVWKHPLQGLQVHDUFKLQJIRUHTXLYDOHQWVDWWHPSWLQJWRVWD\RSHQWRDOO
local impressions but having to remain within the confines of an original drama. A 
combination of fixed form DQGIOHHWLQJFRQWHQW¶20 This is not to suggest that ancient forms 
can simply be populated with local content, but rather that the identification of equivalences 
between traditions in different times and places enables the writer to create works that endure 
across time and place, whilst also speaking powerfully to their specific moment of 
                                         
18
 Haffenden with Harrison, 236. 
19
 1LFKROVRQ&ROLQ³Reciprocal Recognitions´Race and Class. 51.4 (2010): 63. 
20
 +DUULVRQ7RQ\³,QWURGXFWLRQ)OLFNVDQG7KLV)OHHWLQJ/LIH´Collected Film Poetry. 
London: Faber, 2007: xi.  
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production. The process of creating Aikin Mata was, therefore, arguably very influential on 
+DUULVRQ¶VODWHUZRUNLQWKHWKHDWUHLQZKLFKKHLVVWURQJO\FRPPLWWHGWR 
 the once-only performance of a piece, uniquely designed for a specific cast, audience and 
performance. Harrison himself told me that Aikin Mata was formative for his work21, and 
since then he has, iQKLVRZQZRUGVµGHOLEHUDWHO\HPEUDFHGWKHDQFLHQWHSKHPHrality of the 
one performance of a theatre piece, as with The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus in the stadium of 
Delphi or The Kaisers of Carnuntum in the Roman amphitheatre of Petronell-&DUWXQWXP¶DQG
forbidden filming of these plays.22  
 
The use of Hausa in the play contributes towards the sense of it being firmly situated in its 
modern context. Nevertheless, it should perhaps not go without saying that we should be 
cautious about accepting a sprinkling of foreign words as an adequate representation of the 
multilingualism and diversity in Nigeria at this timeSDUWLFXODUO\JLYHQ+DUULVRQ¶VSRVLWLRQDV
a white, Classically-educated English man. As Nicholas Faraclas observes in his book on 
1LJHULDQ3LGJLQWKHUHDUHDSSUR[LPDWHO\ODQJXDJHVLQ1LJHULDDQGµELOLQJualism and 
PXOWLOLQJXDOLVPKDYHDOZD\VEHHQWKHQRUPUDWKHUWKDQWKHH[FHSWLRQ¶in most parts of the 
country.23 +DYLQJVDLGWKLVWKHUHDUHVHYHUDOUHDVRQVWREHOLHYHWKDW+DUULVRQ¶VDWWHPSWWR
adapt The Lysistrata involved a sustained effort to capture the rich linguistic setting in which 
it was cast and performed. Although it is true that (with the exception of the XVHRIµSLGJLQ¶) 
the language of Aikin Mata largely remains governed by the syntax of standard forms of 
English, the Hausa in the play seems designed to speak something true of the multilingualism 
of Zaria and the everyday languages that were used locally. Looking more closely at Aikin 
Mata, we begin to see that the Hausa words are not selected at random, but that most come 
from everyday greetings, exclamations of impatience or words relating to food, instruments 
RUVH[WKHYRFDEXODU\RIVRFLDOLQWHUDFWLRQV7RFLWHDIHZH[DPSOHVWKHSKUDVHVµED.RPH¶ 
[Hausa, µ'RQ¶WZRUU\QHYHUPLQG¶Q@µUDQN\DGDGH¶[Hausa, greeting to social 
suSHULRUVQ@DQGµhubba¶>+DXVD, explanation of disapproval or disgust, 80n13] are all 
included in the play. The script of Aikin Mata also incorporates various Nigerian words for 
IRRGDQGLQVWUXPHQWVLQFOXGLQJµgarvi¶>Hausa, flour, 80n11] and µIXIX¶[Yoruba, ground 
cassava, 80n13].  
                                         
21 +DUULVRQ7RQ\³,Q&RQYHUVDWLRQZLWK5DFKHO%RZHU´1HZFDVWOH2FWREHU 
22
 +DUULVRQ7RQ\³,QWURGXFWLRQ)OLFNVDQG7KLV)OHHWLQJ/LIH´Collected Film Poetry. 
London: Faber, 2007: ix.  
23
 Faraclas, Nicholas G. Nigerian Pidgin. 1996. Routledge: London and New York, 2013: 3.  
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There are, of course, likely to be practical reasons for the inclusion of popular words and 
phrases. As a learner of Hausa and newcomer to Nigeria, this vocabulary would probably 
have been more familiar to Harrison, as well as to the other non-Hausa speakers in the 
audience. Nevertheless, given the wider context in which Harrison and Simmons were 
working, dominated by an imposed British canon and the major undervaluing of West African 
languages in the academy, it seems significant that they selected frequently used words from 
the language of everyday speech in Zaria, rather than prioritising formal or standardised 
forms of language. There are other reasons, however, to believe that the decision to include 
popular and idiomatic forms of language in the play was not incidental, but was, on the 
contrary, well researched and thought-through. One of the Hausa words used in the play is 
µburukutu¶ZKLFKUHIHUVWRµDORFDOO\EUHZHGEHHU¶79n3). This word is also mentioned 
in Anthony H.M. Kirk-*UHHQH¶VSDSHURQ³6FKRROER\6ODQJLQ1RUWKHUQ1LJHULD´IURPWKH
Fifth West African Languages Congress, a copy of which Harrison kept.24 Kirk-Greene, a 
sociolinguist who was then Head of the Department of Languages at Ahmadu Bello, wrote 
several works on Nigerian languages, including Hausa: Beginning Fluency (1962), also kept 
by Harrison.25  
 
Harrison and Kirk-Greene were at several conferences together, and Kirk-Greene wrote 
Harrison a short note after the production of Aikin Mata, in which he offered KLVµVLQFHUHVW
FRQJUDWXODWLRQVRQWKHYLWDOLW\DQGFRORXUIXOQHVVRI\RXUSURGXFWLRQ¶SUDLVLQJLWIRULWVµVKHHU
YLYLGQHVVRI1LJHULDQGUDPD¶26 Kirk-*UHHQH¶VSDSHURQ³1LJHULDQ6FKRROER\6ODQJ´DUJXHV
that the education system in Nigeria is central WRLWVµSRO\JORWVLWXDWLRQ¶ZKHUHµHYHQLQWKH
relatively-local secondary schools like the Native Authority Provincial ones there can exist a 
major linguistic mélange ZKHUH>«@ER\VPD\FRPHIURPRYHUDGR]HQWULEHVHDFKKDYLQJ
their own mother-tongue, all speaking English, and most of them having a good command of 
the lingua franca+DXVDRU)XOIXOGHRU<RUXED¶.27 This not only usefully reflects the richness 
and diversity of the linguistic context in Nigeria, but also demonstrates the fluid nature of 
languages in such a context, and the importance of local, everyday forms of language in a 
context dominated by imposed colonial standards. Kirk-*UHHQH¶VREVHUYDWLRQs about the 
                                         
24
 Uncatalogued File: Use of English (Nigeria).  
25
 Uncatalogued File: African Languages, c.1964. 
26
 Anthony Kirk-Greene to Tony Harrison, 26/03/65 (MS 20c HARRISON/05/AHB). 
27
 Uncatalogued File, 1964. Kirk-Greene, Anthony, 5. Original emphasis. 
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µJUHDWHVWFRQFHQWUDWLRQRIVODQJZRUGV¶being found in speech relating to areas like µVFKRRO
food, school discipline¶µGress and mannerisms¶DQGµWKHRSSRVLWHVH[¶DUHSDUWLFXODUO\
interesting in thinking about Harrison DQG6LPPRQV¶ selection of Hausa words from these 
categories in the play. The use of Hausa in the play reflects a shared interest, with Kirk-
Greene, in the popular uses of language in Northern Nigeria, including neologisms, idiom and 
slang.  
 
The use of Hausa in Aikin Mata appears to be not only used to create verisimilitude, but also 
seems to reflect, on a number of levels, a commitment to local, idiomatic and everyday uses 
of language: a commitment which takes on a new force in a situation in which curricula, 
examinations, drama, publishing remain dominated by colonial institutions. This also reflects 
HarrisRQ¶VEHOLHILQWKHimportance of languages, not only as means of communication, but as 
cultural and historical repositories. This approach to language is captured in the reference to 
Kirk-*UHHQH¶VDUWLFOHRQ³1HRORJLVPVLQ+DXVD´LQWKHforeword to Aikin Mata, in defence of 
RQHRIWKHSOD\¶VPRVWFRQWURYHUVLDOVFHQHV$OWKRXJKthe Archive contains letters which 
congratulate Harrison on the performance of Aikin Mata, there are also those that express 
opposition to the performance of such a bawdy play,28 and Harrison and Simmons report that 
µDQXPEHURI(XURSHDQPHPEHUVRIWKH8QLYHUVLW\¶PDGHREMHFWLRQVZKLOHWKHSOD\ZDVEHLng 
auditioned and rehearsed.29 There were particular objections to the scene in which Muslim 
women solemnly take an oath over a huge calabash of wine and swear: 
 
µQHYHUWRKDYHVH[DJDLQ 
Until Nigeria has peace, and men  
/D\GRZQWKHLUDUPVDQGRQO\WKHQ¶ 
 
Magajiya calls the women to take this oath, and repeat the lines after her. The scene is written 
in couplets, unlike much of the play which is written in blank verse, and this heightens the 
drama and escalating sense of enthusiasm as the scene progresses. The drama and ludicrous 
nature of the scene is also intensified by the predictable beat and regular rhymes:  
 
                                         
28
 6HHIRUH[DPSOH$-&UHHG\¶VOHWWHUWR0U%DORJXQ3UHVLGHQWRIWKH)HOORZVKLSRI
Christian Students at Ahmadu Bello about their letter of protest about the play, 18 May 1965 
(MS 20c HARRISON Aikin Mata). 
29
 ³)RUHZRUG´Aikin Mata, 11. 
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0$*$-,<$µ,6:($5,¶//$/:$<66/((3$/21( 
$//,VZHDU,¶OO always sleep alone. 
 [A groan from Halimatu who is once more silenced by Magajiya] 
MAGAJIYA: AND LET THE MEN DANCE BONE TO BONE. 
ALL: And let the men dance bone to bone. 
MAGAJIYA: AND NEVER LIFT MY SANDALS TO THE ROOF. 
ALL: And never lift my sandals to the roof. 
MAGAJIYA: BUT BE AS COLD AS ICE AND NEVER MOVE. 
ALL: But be as cold as ice and never move.¶30  
 
The women then scramble over the wine, DOOVKRXWLQJµ+H\VDYHVRPHIRU me. My turn. My 
WXUQ¶EHIRUHWKH\DUHLQWHUUXSWHGE\µloud cries and shrieks from behind the Palace walls. 
They all fall silent¶ (26). It is not difficult to see why this scene was controversial. Despite the 
µVROHPQLW\¶ZLWKZKLFKWKHZRPHQare directed to take their oaths, and the ritual and sacrifice 
invoked in the ceremony, the scene is highly raucous and comic. The scene combines the 
sacred and profane to achieve its comic effect, and the pace and repetition heightens this. This 
relates directly to the traditions of the Greek original as well as the modern setting. In January 
1966 Harrison wrote a long letter to T.T. Solaru, the Manager of Oxford University Press in 
Ibadan, defending this scene.31 0XFKRI+DUULVRQ¶VOHWWHULVUHSURGXFHGYHUEDWLPLQWKH
IRUHZRUGWRWKHSXEOLVKHGSOD\LQFOXGLQJWKHFODLPWKDWµ0DVTXHUDGHVOLNHWKH<RUXED
Egungun of Oshogbo with their dual sacred and profane functions as ancestor spirits and as 
comic entertainers seem closer to Greek Comedy than anything one has in modern Europe.¶32 
The letter not only highlights the ways in which the traditions of the Greek original and of  
Nigerian theatre justify a scene which would otherwise be unacceptable, but also defends the 
scene on the basis of the evidence contained within the Hausa language itself.  
 
In the letter, Harrison argues WKDWµMRNHVDERXW0RVOHPVGULQNLQJDUHIUHTXHQWLQ+DXVDDQG
several QHRORJLVPVDPRQJµLQLWLDWHV¶OLNHjajaye biyu and Krolar Kaduna, referring to the 
lacing of soft drinks with something more intoxicating, have found their way into the 
language¶33 In other words, Harrison suggests that there is something in the language that 
                                         
30
 Aikin Mata, 26. Original emphasis. 
31
 Tony Harrison to T.T. Solaru, 1 January 1966 (Uncatalogued). 
32
 ³)RUHZRUG´Aikin Mata 9-10. 
33
 +DUULVRQWR6RODUX-DQXDU\8QFDWDORJXHG$OVRVHH³)RUHZRUG´Aikin Mata, 12. 
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makes the oath scene acceptable. This is, perhaps, a risky business. And yet, this argument is 
anchored in the attempt to capture the spirit of the scene by researching and identifying 
cultural and linguistic equivalences in the modern setting. This maNHVVHQVHRI+DUULVRQ¶V
argument, in the same letter to 283WKDWWKHDGDSWDWLRQKRSHVQRWWREHµPHUHO\DODQJXDJH
text book, but a serious attempt to interpret Greek Comedy to Nigeria, by demonstrating the 
similar underlying dramatic conventions and the YDOLGLW\RIWKHSOD\¶VµPHVVDJH¶WRRXURZQ
WLPHVDIWHURYHU\HDUV¶34 The adaptation, in other words, is not only a linguistic 
exercise, but an attempt to make the play speak something true to its new audience, and in its 
new context. This is central QRWRQO\WRRXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHSOD\EXWWR+DUULVRQ¶V
subsequent practices of translation, in which he pursues both the µIL[HGIRUP¶and µIOHHWLQJ
content¶ 7KHRDWKVFHQHDQGWKHXVHRI+DXVDWKHUHIRUHVSHDNQRWRQO\WR+DUULVRQ¶VLQWHUHVW
in popular forms of speech or even to the multilingualism of this newly postcolonial context 
but also to the search for equivalences, across times and place. We might begin to understand 
this as something like a humanist belief in the shared aspects of different languages, cultures 
and histories, captured within the material and performance of the play itself.  
 
Nigerian Pidgin  
Several characters, including Iyabo, the Messenger and the Southern Ambassadors, appear to 
use English-lexifier pidgins in the play, in contrast to other characters who use standard forms 
of English, sprinkled with Hausa lexicon. What should we make of the attempt WRXVHµSLGJLQ¶
LQWKHSOD\"+DUULVRQDQG6LPPRQVVXJJHVWWKDWWKHµUHDG\-made distinction between 
µ6WDQGDUG¶(QJOLVKDQG3LGJLQ(QJOLVK¶LQ1LJHULDSURYLGHVWKHRSSRUWXQLW\WRµHPSKDVL]HWKH
spirit of inter-WULEDOSDURG\DVDEDVLFLQJUHGLHQWRIWKHFRPHG\RIWKHDGDSWDWLRQ¶.35 Harrison 
GHIHQGHGWKHXVHRIµ3LGJLQ(QJOLVK¶IRUWKH6RXWKHUQFKDUDFWHUVin his letters to OUP, 
referenFLQJWKHµEDVLFOLQJXLVWLFGLYLVLRQLQWKH*UHHNRULJLQDORf Attic Greek and Doric 
*UHHN¶, which is represented in other translations of the Lysistrata WKURXJKWKHµScots dialect¶ 
or the µspeech of the $PHULFDQµ'HHS6RXWK¶¶.36   
 
The question of what to make of the so-FDOOHGµ3LGJLQ(QJOLVK¶LQWKHSOD\is, however, a 
difficult one, not least because of the debates about how to classify the English-lexifier 
                                         
34
 Ibid.  
35
 ³)RUHZRUG´Aikin Mata, 10. 
36
 Harrison to Solaru, 1 January 1966 (Uncatalogued). 7KHWHUPµ3LGJLQ(QJOLVK¶LVXVHGLQ
this correspondence and is also the term used in the foreword to Aikin Mata. 
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Nigerian Pidgin, now spoken as a first language by over a million people in Nigeria, and by 
over 40 million people as a second language.37 There has been much discussion about 
ZKHWKHU1LJHULDQ3LGJLQFDQEHDFFXUDWHO\EHGHVFULEHGDVDµSLGJLQ¶ODQJXDJHDWDOOVLQFHLW
has become a creole for the many people who speak it as a first language across Nigeria. The 
1DLMi/DQJXHM$NDGHPLZDVHVWDEOLVKHGLQWRUHFRJQLVHWKHµGLVWLQFWLGHQWLW\¶RIWKLV
ODQJXDJHµLQLWVRZQULJKW¶38DODQJXDJHZKLFKKDVµUHFHLYHGOLWWOHUHFRJQLWLRQIURPWKRVH
UHVSRQVLEOHIRUODQJXDJHSROLF\LQ1LJHULD¶ZKHUHDV)DUDFODVVXggests, official attitudes 
µUHPDLQQHJDWLYHSHUSHWXDWLQJHUURQHRXVQRWLRQVLQKHULWHG from the colonial period that 
1LJHULDQ3LGJLQLVVRPHIRUPRIµEURNHQ(QJOLVK¶.39   
 
In the first comprehensive grammar of Nigerian Pidgin, Faraclas helpfully divides Nigerian 
3LGJLQLQWRWKUHHVHWVRIVRFLDOOHWVµDFUROHFWDOGHFUHROL]HGYDULHWLHVZKLFKVKRZVLJQLILFDQW
influence from Nigerian Standard English, basilectal (pidginized or repidginized) varieties 
which show significant influence from other Nigerian languages, and mesolectal (creolized) 
varieties which typify the speech of those who use Nigerian Pidgin in most of their daily 
interactions or who have learned Nigerian Pidgin as a first language.¶40 He also describes 
how Nigeria, with its history of ethnic and linguistic tolerance, has a long history of 
pidginized languages, including pidginized forms of Hausa and Igbo41DQGVRPHRI,\DER¶V
lines reflect these historical lexical and syntactic characteristics. One of her early lines in the 
play, for example, reads:  
 
µ$KGHILWPRYHP\ERG\DQy way ah like, and ah sabi dance with my legs so tay, ah 
GHILWWDNHP\KHHOWRXFKP\ERWWRP¶-20) 
 
+HUH,\DERXVHVZRUGVOLNHµILW¶DELOLW\WRDQGµVDEL¶NQRZZKLFKLVD3RUWXJXHVH-derived 
item, reflecting the historical development of Nigerian Pidgin. As Faraclas suggests, since 
µthe Portuguese arrived first, a few Portuguese-derived items such as sábi µNQRZ¶DQGpíkîn 
µFKLOG¶ZRXOGKDYHEHHQLQLWLDOO\DGRSWHGEXWDVWKH%ULWLVKFRQVROLGDWHGSRZHURYHU1LJHULD
                                         
37
 Faraclas, Nicholas G., 1. 
38
 Ofulue, Christine I. & 'DYLG2(VL]LPHWRU³*XLGHWR6WDQGDUG1DLMi2UWKRJUDSK\´,)5$
Nigeria, 2009.  
39
 Faraclas, Nicholas G., 2. 
40
 Ibid, 2. 
41
 Ibid, 3. 
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more and more English words would have been iQWHJUDWHGLQWRWKHODQJXDJH¶.42 This provides 
us with a practical example of the way that languages reflect the history of their development, 
UHPLQGLQJXVRI+DUULVRQ¶VMXVWLILFDWLRQRIWKHRDWKVFHQHE\UHIHUHQFLQJ+DXVDSKUDVHV 
 
Nevertheless, there is clearly no simple way to analyse the use of Nigerian Pidgin in a script, 
particularly given the long academic neglect of the language and the fact that there have been 
PDQ\GLIIHUHQWRUWKRJUDSKLHVLQWKHORQJDQGYDULHGKLVWRU\RI1LJHULDQ3LGJLQµZLWKRXWD
single acceptable way of wriWLQJWKHODQJXDJH¶XQWLOWKH1DLMi/DQJXHM$NDGHPLGHYHORSHGD
reference guide in 2009.43 ,DPQRWVXJJHVWLQJWKDWZHVKRXOGEHDVNLQJZKHWKHUWKHµSLGJLQ¶
in Aikin Mata reflects an actually existing Nigerian Pidgin lect at this time. But it is surely 
also the case that we should not abandon this task because of the difficulties it presents. We 
must ask, for example, whether this play perpetuates stereotypes by presenting pidgin as a 
IRUPRIµEURNHQ(QJOLVK¶RUZKHWKHUWKHUHLVDVXVWDLQHGHIIRUWWRrepresent Nigerian Pidgin in 
a way that allows for its distinct history as a language in its own right. This question allows 
XVQRWRQO\WROHDUQDERXW+DUULVRQ¶VSURFHVVHVRIUHVHDUFKHGLWLQJDQGZULWLQJIRUWKHWKHDWUH
but also potentially offers useful information about the Nigerian literary and linguistic fields 
at this time.  
 
In attempting to respond to these challenging questions, we are fortunate to have access to a 
helpful source of information in the form of the rehearsal scripts and schedule in the Harrison 
Archive which DOORZXVWRVHHWKHZD\WKDWWKHµSLGJLQ¶OLnes developed in the play.44 
+DUULVRQ¶VZHOO-used rehearsal script, typed and heavily annotated with his notes, sketches 
and corrections, provides a unique insight into the linguistic and dramatic decisions Harrison 
PDGHLQWKHSURGXFWLRQRIWKHSOD\LQFOXGLQJWKHHGLWLQJRIWKHµSLGJLQ¶OLQHV as the play was 
rehearsed.45 There are extensive notes on the script, indicating the use of drums, lights, smoke 
and props as well as additional stage directions and notes about which words and lines should 
be stressed in performance. The script shows that the µSLGJLQ¶OLQHVZHUHedited as the play 
was rehearsed, and there are LVRODWHGOH[LFDOFKDQJHVWKURXJKRXW7KHZRUGµKXVEDQG¶IRU
                                         
42 Ibid, 3.  
43
 Ofulue, Christine I. & David O. Esizimetor. 
44
 MS 20c HARRISON/Aikin Mata. 
45
 The rehearsal script is annotated LQ+DUULVRQ¶VKDQGZULWLQJDQGWKHOHWWHUVWR283DUHDOVR
LQ+DUULVRQ¶VKDQGDQGWKHUHIRUH,UHIHUWRWKHVHFKDQJHVDVµ+DUULVRQ¶V¶DOWKRXJKLQUHDOLW\
the entire play was a collaboration with Simmons, and it is not possible to tell which parts are 
HarriVRQ¶VDQGZKLFK6LPPRQV¶ 
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example, is FURVVHGRXWLQLQNDQGUHSODFHGZLWKµPDQ¶ZKLOVWµZHQ¶LVPRVWO\UHSODFHGE\
µZH\¶7KHPRVWVLJQLILFDQWFKDQJHVWRWKHµSLGJLQ¶ODQJXDJHLQWKHSOD\DSSHDUWREHPDGHWR
µ/DPSLWR¶VOLQHV(YHQ/DPSLWR¶VQDPHLVFURVVHG-out in the script, and she becomes µ,\DER¶
over the course of the rehearsals. The Greek names of all of the characters are similarly 
UHSODFHG/\VLVWUDWDEHFRPHVµ0DJDML\D¶&DORQLFHEHFRPHVµ+DOLPDWX¶0\UUKLQDEHFRPHV
µ0DUL\D¶,QWKHRULJLQDO/DPSLWRLVD6SDUWDQDQGXVHV'RULF*UHHNHarrison and Simmons 
GHVFULEHVKRZWKH$WKHQLDQVQHYHUWLUHGRIPRFNLQJ'RULF*UHHNµDVDVXE-standard form of 
WKHLURZQµUHFHLYHGSURQXQFLDWLRQ¶46, reminding us of the complex layers of prejudice against 
the non-standard forms of language addressed in this play: Doric Greek, Northern English 
and Nigerian Pidgin. 
 
Harrison and Simmons argue that Aikin Mata does not accept the supposed inferiority of 
µSLGJLQ(QJOLVK¶LQRUGHUWRinsult southern Nigerians, but instead aims to exploit the 
µPLVJXLGHGDQGLOO-SODFHGVHQVHRIHGXFDWLRQDOVXSHULRULW\RYHUWKH6RXWK¶IRXQGµDPRQJ
VRPH1RUWKHUQHUV¶WRFRPic effect. Harrison stressed WKDWWKHµDXGLHQFHVZKRVDZWKHSOD\
reacted very well indeed to the Pidgin sectiRQV¶EHFDXVHLWLVµDQH[FHOOHQWPHGLXPIRU
FRPHG\¶ in his letters to OUP, highlighting the role of the language in the context of the 
aesthetic work as a whole.47 7KHGHYHORSPHQWRIWKHµSLGJLQ¶OLQHVLQWKH script appears to 
reflect a careful process of redrafting which attempts to capture the way that Nigerian Pidgin 
was spoken in Northern Nigeria, rather than to propagate stereotypes. We need to look closer 
aW,\DER¶VOLQHVto see how these changes ZRUN2QHRI,\DER¶VOLQHVLVSUHVHQWHGEHORZin its 
various stages of production so that the changes can be seen. The first presents the typed 
VFULSWEHIRUH+DUULVRQ¶Vhandwritten annotations; the second the edited script (with 
+DUULVRQ¶VDGGLWLRQVLQLWDOLFVand the third is quoted from the published text of Aikin Mata.  
 
L/$03,72µMy husband no de kuku stay for house. As soon as he come home, he go 
FDUU\GHWLQJVZHQKHWDNHJRILJKWFRPHEDFNDJDLQ¶48  
 
                                         
46
 ³)RUHZRUG´Aikin Mata, 10. 
47
  Harrison to Solaru, 1 January 1966 (Uncatalogued). 
48
 The page numbers refer to the rehearsal script in the Tony Harrison Archive, Leeds, p.5, 
original emphasis (MS 20c HARRISON/Aikin Mata) 
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LL/$03,72µMy husband man no de kuku stay for house. As soon as he µHcome 
home, µHhe go carry de tings, wen weh wey h ¶HWDNHJRILJKWFRPHEDFNDJDLQ¶49  
 
LLLµ,<$%2My man no de kuku stay for KRXVH$VVRRQDV¶HFRPHKRPH ¶HJRFDUU\GH
WLQJVZH\¶HWDNHJRILJKWFRPHJREDFNDJDLQ¶50  
 
The revised line contains several characteristics that are typical of Nigerian Pidgin. Although 
the replacement of the ZRUGµKXVEDQG¶IRUµPDQ¶does not change the syntax, it is more 
W\SLFDORI1LJHULDQ3LGJLQDQGWKHQHJDWLYHPDUNHUµQR¶EHWZHHQWKHVXEMHFWQRXQDQGWKH
verb phrase is typical of negative sentence construction in Nigerian Pidgin.51 µ:H\¶LVDGGHG
throughout in the revisions, and this appears to create a more accurate phonetic representation 
of the language where it is added. The changes between the lines might initially seem slight. 
These seemingly small edits, however, accumulate over the course of the rehearsal script and 
most make it into the published version of the text. Many of the fairly minor lexical changes 
often also have the more substantial effect of changing the tone or syntax of entire lines. In 
the above example, ZKHQµZHQ¶EHFRPHVµZH\¶DQGµKH¶DQGµZH¶EHFRPHµ¶H¶WKHsound and 
syntax of the line are altered. The published version of the last clause does not only sound 
different, but is also syntactically different to the first draft (i). The first sounds like an 
awkward approximation of what Nigerian Pidgin might sound like, whereas the latter appears 
to have been adapted to represent the way the line sounds when it is read out loud (probably 
by an actor in rehearsal). The tense of the line is also changed through the addition of the 
VWDWLYHYHUEµJR¶. There are other examples of this in the scrLSWLQFOXGLQJ,\DER¶VOLQHRQWKH
IROORZLQJSDJHµLIZHZDQWPDNHGLVZDUVWRSQDGHRQO\WLQJZHILWgo GREHGDW¶52 which 
GLGQRWKDYHµJR¶LQWKHHDUOLHUW\SHGYHUVLRQRIWKHVFULSW53 
 
Even given the difficulties of analyzing a written form of Nigerian Pidgin, it seems highly 
likely that these changes reflect a serious attempt to accurately capture the lexicon, sound and 
syntax of pidginised forms of English that Harrison and Simmons encountered in rehearsals. 
The note on the translation in the SXEOLVKHGWH[WGLUHFWO\DFNQRZOHGJHVWKHKHOSRIµ0LVV
                                         
49
 5HKHDUVDO6FULSW0\LWDOLFVWRUHIOHFW+DUULVRQ¶VDQQRWDWLRQVLQLQN 
50
 Aikin Mata, 20. Original emphasis. 
51
 Faraclas, 89-93. 
52
 Aikin Mata, 21, my emphasis. 
53
 Rehearsal Script, 6 (MS 20c HARRISON/Aikin Mata) 
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'RURWK\0DPD¶ZKRDFWHGDVDQµLQIRUPDQW¶IRUµVRPHRIWKHVHFWLRQVLQ3LGJLQ(QJOLVK¶.54 
Further examples from the text seem to support the claim that Harrison and Simmons appear 
WRGHYHORSWKHµSLGJLQ¶lines so that they reflect more of the characteristics of Nigerian 
Pidgin. The editing process above, for example, can also be seen in the following line in the 
rehearsal text: 
 
/$03,72'DWRDWILQH$KOLNHDP¶55  
 
LAMPITO ,<$%2µ'DWRDWILQHgon. Ah like am. boh¶56  
 
,QWKLVLQVWDQFHWKHZRUGVµJRQ¶DQGµERK¶DUHDGGHGDWWKHHQGRI,\DER¶VVKRUWVHQWHQFHV
Such words tend to function as topicalisation or emphasis markers in Nigerian Pidgin, and 
other words that commonly carry out this function LQFOXGHµED¶µNZDQX¶DQGµVHI¶ZKLFK
usually follow the noun or noun phrase.57 In the rehearsal script, markers like this are added 
DWWKHHQGRIVHQWHQFHVWKURXJKRXWDVVHHQLQµ(UUUU,VHHVD\\RXPHDQEXVLQHVVgon¶58 
µ1j¶DµIRFXVLQWURGXFHU¶ZKLFK precedes the head noun in Nigerian Pidgin, is also added 
WKURXJKRXWWRDGGHPSKDVLV7KLVLVDGGHGIRUH[DPSOHWRRQHRI,\DER¶VILUVWOLQHVGXULQJ
the rehearsal period: 
 
µ/$03,722QHZRPDQGRHVFRPHIURP,ERODQGPDNHZHWDONDERXWGLVPDWWD¶59  
 
µ/$03ITO: Na one woman does wey come from Iboland, make we for talk about dis 
PDWWD¶60 
 
µ,<$%21DRQHZRPDQZH\FRPHIURP,ERODQGIRUWDONDERXWGLVPDWWD¶61  
 
                                         
54
 ³Note on Translation´$LNLQ0DWD, 7. 
55
 Rehearsal Script, 8 (MS 20c HARRISON/Aikin Mata) 
56
 5HKHDUVDO6FULSW0\HPSKDVLVWRUHSUHVHQW+DUULVRQ¶VDQQRWDWLRQVThe equivalent line 
can be found on p24 of Aikin Mata. 
57
 Faraclas, 72. 
58
 5HKHDUVDO6FULSW0\HPSKDVLVWRUHIOHFW+DUULVRQ¶Vannotations, which are preserved in 
the published book (23). 
59
 Rehearsal Script, 4 (MS 20c HARRISON/Aikin Mata) 
60
 0\HPSKDVLVWRUHIOHFW+DUULVRQ¶VDQQRWDWLRQV06F+$55,621$LNLQ0DWD 
61
 Aikin Mata, 19. 
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Speakers of Nigerian Pidgin in the audience would be familiar with the emphasis added to 
lines like this. Indeed, the development of pidgin in the performed play seems to have been 
GHVLJQHGVSHFLILFDOO\IRU1LJHULDQDXGLHQFHV7KHUHDUHFOXHVDERXWWKLVLQ+DUULVRQ¶VOHWWHUWR
Barry Gregory at OUP, Ibadan, in which he explains his decision, with Simmons, that 
µSDUDSKUDVHVRIWKH3LGJLQ(QJOLVKDUHXQQHFHVVDU\¶62 +DUULVRQZULWHVWKDWDOOµ1LJHULDQVZLOO
understand it and English-speakers, in my experience, have no difficulty with Pidgin in 
written form, although they find spoken Pidgin more diIILFXOW¶63 It is unlikely, then, that the 
performance would be understood, in its entirety, by English-speakers, but this did not seem 
to matter to Harrison. The editing of the script in rehearsals, then, is not intended to make the 
play more palatable to the Europeans in the audience, but to create a more plausible 
representation of the languages it contains.  
 
Whilst we cannot say decisively whether the rehearsal edits correctly represent a specific lect 
of Nigerian Pidgin spoken in Zaria in the 1960s, it remains possible to judge whether there 
has been a sustained effort to present a language that would be plausible to the audience in 
Zaria at this time. The question, then, becomes that of whether the play engages with the 
syntactical and lexical characteristics of Nigerian Pidgin, understood in its broadest sense, in 
translating the Greek original for this specific cast and audience at Ahmadu Bello. The 
DQQRWDWLRQVDQGFKDQJHVLQWKHUHKHDUVDOVFULSWWRJHWKHUZLWK+DUULVRQ¶VGHWDLOHGGLVFXVVLRQ
of language in his letters, appear to suggest that the play did hope to seriously engage with 
this task, rather than mocking Nigerian Pidgin or reproducing the stereotypes which continue 
to surround the language today. If we push this claim further, it perhaps becomes possible to 
claim that the material of the play captures something of the plurality of its linguistic context 
and therefore represents a serious effort to speak something true to its Nigerian audience.  
 
We must remember that Aikin Mata was created for specific actors for two performances 
only. Harrison even kept a record of how many tickets were sold and where, and this offers 
specific information about the audience for whom the play was produced.64 The development 
RIWKHµSLGJLQ¶lines in the play not only show how he edited the script for this specific cast 
and audience, but also reflect his method of writing and drafting until the moment of 
production, rather than providing actors with a finished script from which to rehearse. This 
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conWLQXHVWREHWUXHWRGD\DQGUHPDLQVLPSRUWDQWLQXQGHUVWDQGLQJ+DUULVRQ¶VZRUNLQWKH
theatre. It also matters to our understanding of the Aikin Mata, because such a play could only 
hope to succeed if it connected with its target audience. This audience would have been 
familiar with traditions of Nigerian theatre, in which the suspension of disbelief worked quite 
differently from typical performances of English-language drama. Yoruba traditions and 
traditional storytelling had a powerful influence on twentieth century trends in Nigerian 
theatre, and audience members were often required to participate by responding to the story 
or repeating sections. Harrison himself told me how Europeans often critiqued Nigerian 
audiences for interjecting and interacting with performances, and explained that he wanted to 
instead produce a play that engaged with this context.65 The effects of this are twofold. In the 
foreword+DUULVRQH[SODLQVWKDWDGDSWLQJWKHSOD\µLQWR1LJHULDQWHUPV¶ZRXOGµQRWRQO\
GUDZIXOO\XSRQWKHYDULRXVDFWLQJGDQFLQJDQGPXVLFDOWDOHQWVZHKDGDYDLODEOH¶EXWDOVRµE\
restoring music and dance to an integral place in a production of a Greek Comedy, the play 
itself could be performed in a manner nearer to the Greek than the kind of productions one 
has in European theatre and on radio with effete angelic choral speaking and emasculated 
dancing¶. It is important to think about the different aspects of the play in this context. From 
the use of language right through to the drumming, music and casting, it seems that the play 
evolves in response to various traditions of Nigerian theatre. As Harrison and Simmons point 
out, the µPXVLFDQGGDQFHZDVHYROYHGIURPYDULRXVWUDGLWLRQDOGDQFHVDQGDQLQWHU-tribal 
variety of instruments were used, just as Attic and Doric modes were mingled in Greek 
Comedy.¶66  This is perhaps best seen through +DUULVRQ¶VUHODWLRQVKLSZLWK6R\LQNDleading 
playwright and DIULHQGRI+DUULVRQ¶Vsince his time in Leeds where they performed together 
in popular revues and musicals. 
 
Performance 
Aikin Mata was written for a group of students who won a prize the previous year for their 
SURGXFWLRQRI6R\LQND¶VZLGHO\-celebrated play The Lion and the Jewel (1963). We cannot 
conclude our discussion of Aikin Mata DQG+DUULVRQ¶V early work without briefly 
acknowledging its debt to twentieth-century traditions of Nigerian theatre, and also the 
extraordinary cultural context of the 1960s in Nigeria. Rex Collings, who published 
+DUULVRQ¶VHDUO\ZRUNDQGFDPSDLJQHGWRJHW6R\LQNDRXWRISULVRQLQ1LJHULDdescribed the 
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group of writers and artists emerging in the first half of this century DVDJURXSZLWKµthe same 
kind of promise and the same explosive quality that distinguished the work of the early 
(OL]DEHWKDQV¶.67 According to Collings, the µOLWHUDU\QXFOHXVRIWKLVJURXS¶wDVµ6R\LQND
$FKHEH&ODUN2NDUD2NLJER¶QDPHVZKLFKZLOOEHIDPLOLDUWRDQ\ reader of Nigerian 
literature.68 There are links between all of these Nigerian writers and British writers who had 
studied or taught in Leeds during this period. There is much more work to be done if we are 
to fully understand these relationships, and this forms part of the broader context for the 
specific relationships between a play like Aikin Mata and The Lion and the Jewel, for 
example, RUEHWZHHQVD\WKHSRHWU\RI&KULVWRSKHU2NLJERDQG*HRIIUH\+LOO¶VPsalms from 
this period, written after his time in Nigeria.  
 
For now, we must settle for looking closer at the relationship between Aikin Mata and The 
Lion and the Jewel, set in the YorXEDYLOODJHRI,OXQMLQOH6R\LQND¶VSOD\LVDOVRDFRPHG\
pursuing similar themes to Aikin Mata, particularly in relation to the position of women in 
society and the role of sex in social power relations. The similarities can be seen from the 
opening scenHV%RWKVHWVDUHGRPLQDWHGE\V\PEROLFWUHHV6R\LQND¶VE\WKHµLPPHQVHµRGDQ¶
tree¶LQWKe village centre,69 DQG+DUULVRQ¶VE\µtwo giant baobabs¶RQHLWKHUVLGHRIWKH
SDODFHZKLFKDUHWKHUHVWLQJSODFHVRIWKHWZR&KRUXVHVµwhen not engaged in action¶(15). 
Both begin in the morning with a beautiful young woman walking on the stage to strong 
beats. Drums are central to both plays, and both close with festive scenes, in which the music, 
drums and lights contribute to the atmosphere. Throughout both plays there is dancing, 
chanting and drumming, and both contain wild scenes of women dancing, yelling and 
singing. Many of the symbols used in The Lion and the Jewel also appear in Aikin Mata: the 
FDODEDVKERZOWKHGUXPVZRPHQ¶VZRUNRISRXQGLQJ\DPDOORIZKLFKDUHLQFOXGHGRQ
+DUULVRQ¶V KDQGZULWWHQOLVWRIµSURSHUWLHV¶QHHGHGIRUWKHSOD\VFULEEOHGLQEOXHELURRQWKH
front of the rehearsal script of Aikin Mata.70 
 
This is not merely to list the similarities between isolated components of Aikin Mata and The 
Lion and the Jewel, but more broadly to observe the strong relation between the former, 
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translated and produced by two young men from the British Isles, and the latter, highly 
influenced by West African theatrical traditions. It is in the performance that we see how 
thoroughly Aikin Mata was influenced by Nigerian cultural and literary traditions, which in 
turn, requires us to reflect upon how far this has siQFHLQIOXHQFHG+DUULVRQ¶VSUDFWLFHLQWKH
theatre, where dancing, masks, costume and stagecraft have become central to his work. 
Harrison has written for specific audiences ever since, and usually re-drafts scripts until the 
moment of the performance. The most extreme example is perhaps Poetry or Bust (1993), 
UHVHDUFKHGZULWWHQDQGVWDJHGLQWZRPRQWKVDIWHU-RQDWKDQ6LOYHUWKHRZQHURI6DOW¶V0LOO
DVNHG+DUULVRQWRZULWHDSOD\IRUWKHQHZ'DYLG+RFNQH\H[KLELWLRQ7KHµ3UHIDFH¶DQG
µ$GGHQGXP¶WRWKHSOay were typed two days before the play was staged. Harrison has also 
long shaped lines for specific voices and actors, most famously for Barrie Rutter in their 
extended collaboration. It is in his early work in Nigeria, however, that we can see that 
+DUULVRQ¶VVNLOOIRUwriting poetry for specific actors, dialects and languages was not acquired 
in later life, but was a foundational part of his practice from the outset.  
 
$WWKHEHJLQQLQJRIWKLVDUWLFOH,VXJJHVWHGWKDWWKUHHVWUDQGVHPHUJHLQ+DUULVRQ¶VHDUO\ZRUN
and subsequently underpin much of his later poetry: the celebration of local and spoken forms 
of language, a commitment to cross-cultural collaboration and a belief in developing once-
only pieces for the theatre. All of these strands are developed in Aikin Mata as Harrison and 
Simmons translate, edit and produce the play for performance and publication. The extent to 
ZKLFK+DUULVRQ¶Vworks have been crafted for specific times and places has never been fully 
investigated. On Wednesday 24 March 1965, Aikin Mata opened at Ahmadu Bello with 
Magajiya pacing a stage with the Nigerian national anthem playing and gun shots, shouts and 
drums sounding over a projected film of charging horsemen.71 This article has shown how far 
+DUULVRQDQG6LPPRQV¶DGDSWDWLRQRIWKHLysistrata was shaped by the languages and cultural 
traditions surrounding them in Zaria in the early 1960s and Harrison clearly edited the script 
for this specific cast and audience. The inclusion of Hausa, WKHGHYHORSPHQWRIµSLGJLQ¶DQG
the stage directions, music, props and drumming reflect a sustained effort to adapt the Greek 
original into a play that could speak something true in Zaria in 1965. We have therefore not 
only glimpsed the rich cross-cultural, multilingual context of Nigeria in this period, but also 
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seen +DUULVRQDQG6LPPRQV¶GHWHUPLQDWLRQWRHQJDJHZLWK1LJHULDQFXOWXUDOWUDGLWLRQVLQD
context thoroughly dominated by English institutions, curricula and examinations.  
 
The political implications of taking seriously the extraordinary linguistic and cultural 
complexity of Nigeria at such a moment should not be overlooked. This was a time of 
excitement and cross-cultural collaboration. It was also a time of acute political tension and 
division, which was to erupt in a devastating three-year civil war. Given the brutality of this 
war and of recent violence in Northern Nigeria, it is perhaps more important than ever to 
acknowledge the tangled linguistic and cultural histories glimpsed in the production of Aikin 
Mata. At the African Studies Association Conference in 2016, several papers reported how 
two million people have been forced to leave their homes in Nigeria in recent years and have 
now become internally displaced people (IDPs), many of whom now live in refugee camps in 
the Chad Basin. At this Conference, Ini Dele-Adedeji suggested that these camps are 
increasingly split along religious (Christian-Muslim) lines, and described how people who 
were previously friends and neighbours have begun to hold each other responsible for the 
Boko Haram VHFW¶Vsuccessful attacks in the north.72 In this partitioned context, it becomes 
ever more urgent to acknowledge the tangled histories and messy everyday processes through 
which stories are shared, languages blended and slang developed. It is clear that it is only 
through sustained research into the work of Nigerian writers and artists that we can begin to 
understand the complexities of the Nigerian cultural field at this time. Nevertheless, Aikin 
Mata offers a starting point, not only LQWRWKHEHQHILWVRIVLWXDWLQJ+DUULVRQ¶Vwork in its 
LQWHUQDWLRQDOFRQWH[WEXWDOVRLQWR1LJHULD¶VORQJKLVWRU\RIWDQJOHGPXOWLOLQJXDODQGFURVV-
cultural collaboration. 
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